Even for highly proficient Latin poets like Virgil, it could take a very long time indeed to write and rewrite just a few dactylic hexameters, a meter that was developed originally for the Greek language. So, why did this highly successful German author spend any of his valuable time, especially in later life, writing Latin verse? The usual scholarly assumption seems to be that Luther wrote Latin verse compositions in order to demonstrate his mastery of this difficult process, not because of his burning desire to communicate a significant truth. He simply relished the literary challenge. There is certainly something to be said for this explanation. Several of Luther's compositions clearly participate in the agonistic poetics so popular with his humanist contemporaries. In his response to the slanderous Latin verse of Simon Lemnius, for instance, Luther uses variations of the word merda twelve times in a ten-line poem. The poem is a scatological tour de force. In a similar vein, Luther's elegant paraphrase of the first seven lines of the Aeneid, directed against his old foe, Johannes Cochlaeus, is a miniature anti-epic written to make fun of an anti-hero.7 One could well argue that these poems of Luther do indeed have little substance or significance.
It would be a mistake, however, to assume that all of Luther's Latin poems lack seriousness. In fact, it seems clear that he intended many of them to be far more than rhetorical exercises or casual efforts at light verse. And we know that Luther himself believed that there was more to being a poet than simply mastering the formal elements of the medium. One of the most stinging insults in his poetic riposte to the humanist Lemnius is that he was a "shitty" poet (merdosus poeta). Even though Lemnius knew the "quantity of the syllables," Luther felt that the insulting and disgusting content of his poetry vitiated other aspects of his verse:8 "He is a shit poet. He is not able to be a poet who just knows the quantity of the syllables. He is a fool and it cannot go well for him."
In what follows I will argue that it was not just his fascination with the literary challenge that drew Luther to the composition of Latin verse, but that he found this particular literary medium exceptionally well suited to one of the most profound of all possible poetic themes, namely, death and life after death. The contemplation of death and the transitory nature of
